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The current paper is an attempt by the author to elaborate on the various rhetorical 
devices in English idioms as well as the translation of them into Chinese in ordinary 
context and English-Chinese bilingual dictionaries alike. Figures of speech in English 
idioms will be fully discussed from different angles. Some problems in the translation 
of English idiom will also be talked over. The author has endeavored to approach the 
issue in the following steps: 
In the Introduction of this thesis, the author’s understanding of English idiom and 
rhetoric in general as well as the aim of this thesis is mentioned.  
Chapter One is primarily concerned with the definition of idiom and rhetoric. What’s 
more, the close relations between rhetoric and idiom, especially English idiom are 
presented.
Chapter Two has classified, analyzed and explored the subgroups of figures of speech 
based on comparison: simile, metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and personification 
respectively. The author first makes a general survey of comparison, and during the 
detailed study of each subgroup, colorful examples are listed to examine the unique 
features of them.  
Chapter Three touches upon allusion in English idioms mainly. The sources and the 
use of allusions in English idioms are studied in detail supported by illustrations 
created in ancient and modern times.  
Chapter Four focuses on euphemism. As a product of sensitive affairs or emotion, 
euphemism is explored in this chapter from the aspects of its ways of expressing, 
sources, scope of use to provide a clear idea to the readers.  
Chapter Five deals with figures of speech built on phonetics. Various types of rhetoric 
skills of this kind have been listed and studied with the help of illustrations from 
different but rich sources of English idioms.  
Chapter Six, following the early-mentioned rhetoric devices on comparisons, 
meanings, phonetics, is about figures of speech on the base of structure of English 
idioms. In it, parallelism, antithesis and repetition are dealt with one by one from 
angles of their own.  
Since the frequently used rhetoric devices in English idioms have been treated and 
studied carefully, and there are still some problems to be found and improved in the 
translation of English idioms, Chapter Seven examines the representative illustrative 













identified, and meanwhile, the solutions are tentatively made in the present thesis to 
shed some light on further improvement.  
As a result of the discussions and detailed analyses in the early parts, a summary is 
presented in the Conclusion.   
The author concludes the present thesis by stating her understanding that English 
idiom and the field of figures of speech are rich mines which will never be used up 
and her sincere hope that her academic effort will be of some help for further research 
in the light of the treatment of English idioms in bilingual dictionaries.  
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As an essential part of English language and combination of wit and wisdom, idioms 
represent not only the spirit and characters of the English-speaking people, but more 
importantly the linguistic points as rhetoric. English idioms came into being when the 
English-speaking people were in search of precise and humorous expressions. 
Therefore, a thorough study of rhetoric skills in English idioms is unavoidable for a 
complete and correct understanding as well as exact use of English idioms.   
English idioms have been a difficult part of English language learning for foreign 
learners, Chinese learners, for example, due to the fact that the meaning of an idiom is 
not merely the combination of its components. Many an English idiom conveys an 
image and possesses a figurative sense through various figures of speech, which often 
block the access of many Chinese learners to correct understanding and appropriate 
use. Therefore, the difficulty in idiom learning can be mitigated to a great extent 
through knowledge about figures of speech used in them.  
The translation of English idioms in dictionaries, bilingual English-Chinese 
dictionaries for instance in this thesis, is designated the role of ensuring a gateway to 
correct understanding of English idioms for Chinese learners through information of 
the rhetoric devices used. This task is hard and tough and only a few dictionaries have 
done so far. It demands a possession of sensitivity, strong will, consistency and a good 
command of both English and Chinese languages --- these two languages belong to 
different families and different ways of thinking which are rooted from the two major 
cultures of the world respectively: the western culture and the oriental culture. 
This present thesis ventures to make a study of English idioms from two major 
perspectives, roughly, the rhetoric skills used in English idioms and the translation of 















Chapter 1   Idiom and Rhetoric 
1.1 What is an idiom? 
An idiom is a special kind of phrase. It is a group of words having a different meaning 
when used together from the one it would have if the meaning of each word were 
taken individually. If you do not know that the words have a special meaning together, 
you may well misinterpret what someone is saying, or be puzzled by why they are 
saying something that is untrue or irrelevant. For example, learners might not 
recognize the idioms bite someone’s head off and out in the cold. They would then 
have problems in understanding remarks such as “Don’t bite my head off just because 
you’re bad tempered” and “They were going to play together and that left me out in 
the cold, you know”.
Idioms usually have implied meanings: they are typically metaphorical. They are 
effectively metaphors that have become “fixed” or “fossilized”. In some cases, it is 
fairly easy to see how the idiomatic meaning relates to the literal meaning. For 
instance, kill two birds with one stone means “achieve two things at the same time”, 
and the image in the metaphor supports this meaning. In other cases, the literal 
meanings may make no sense at all. For example, move heaven and earth literally 
describes an action, which is physically impossible. In a few other cases, the 
metaphors in idioms are peculiar, and their true origins are unknown, so it is very 
difficult to see how or why the idioms have come to have their current meanings. For 
instance, there are several explanations of kick the bucket and rain cats and dogs, but 
none is very satisfactory.  
Of course, why it is hard to make out the meaning of English idioms, consequently 
hard to translate, is not caused only by the metaphorical uses in them, other figures of 
speech like simile, personification, allusion, euphemism, alliteration as well as many 
more else should also be responsible. This is just what the present thesis is going to 
study.  
1.2 What is rhetoric? 
The word “rhetoric” originally develops out of the Greek word “Rhetorike” meaning 
“the fine art of oratory to say or to speak more at word”. In ancient Greece, the 
influence of those orators was so great in the Middle Ages that rhetoric had become 
part of the Trivium, together with logic and grammar. 
Following the emergence of written form, rhetoric came to mean “the art of speaking 














of composition formulated by critics of ancient times” or “skill in the effective use of 
speech”. Gradually, “rhetoric” has sloughed off its original connection only with 
oratory. No longer may it be defined as “the art which teaches eloquence” and it 
develops to be a broad, useful term that includes all the elements of writing and 
speaking --- structure, style, diction, rhythm, tone --- the works. Today “rhetoric” is 
generally used to signify “composition”. When these writing ways of rhetoric are 
adopted to the degree of having a rather fixed form, they became figures of speech, 
that is, established forms of abnormal expressions designed to produce a special effect, 
such as simile, metaphor, personification, alliteration, allusion, euphemism, etc., 
which would be dealt with individually in this thesis.   
1.2.1 A brief on English rhetoric
Grammar, vocabulary, idioms and rhetoric are all the elements that jointly make up 
the language of English.  
The importance of English rhetoric lies not only in writing but also in reading and 
understanding. Students of English often could not puzzle out the meaning in reading 
though even with neither new word nor grammatical problem. They just cannot make 
out the true essence of the diction though they have checked up various dictionaries, 
even dictionaries of idiomatic usages. Why? Most probably rhetoric is the obstacle. 
As a matter of fact, foreigners can hardly understand English prose in the original 
without knowledge of rhetoric.  
It is not rare for a sentence, such as “have you ever been at sea in a dense fog, when it 
seemed as if a tangible white darkness shut you in, and the great ship, tense and 
anxious, groped her way toward the shore with plummet and sounding line, and you 
waited with a beating heart for something to happen?” to have several figures of 
speech or figurative expressions in it. If teachers and students try to explain and 
understand such figurative sentences through grammar rules and regulations, they 
would often sweat in tension and anxiety. This is because English figures of speech 
have their own formation and purpose; their uses are not easily to be tackled 
grammatically or idiomatically.  
In addition, English is a language of both long-standing and great variety. Starting 
from being only a small language in Shakespeare’s days, English has become the 
mother tongue of America, Canada, Australia and some other countries besides Britain. 
It is now indeed well on the way to be a world language. The past 400 years have seen 
English being the tool of American independence, world trade, and the means of 
communications in various fields and the expression of numerous ideas, theories, 
philosophies, natural sciences, literatures and what not. Writings on the above subjects 
are all works expressing and communicating thoughts, feelings and attitudes towards 
life. Life is colorful and changeable, so is language. Some writings, like 














of permanence. Besides, many, each standing at his or her own position and looking at 
it from his or her own angle, express the same thing. Therefore, the diction, the style, 
the technique and ways of rhetoric of each writer would be different after each one’s 
weighing and scrutinizes. It is impossible to get the essence of these without knowing 
rhetoric.
1.2.2 Classification of English rhetoric
Rhetoric can be divided into passive rhetoric and active rhetoric( ,1990:6), the 
same as Prof. Fan Jiacai’s classification: communicative rhetoric and aesthetic 
rhetoric ( , 1992:1).  
1) Passive (communicative) rhetoric 
Passive rhetoric means those figurative writing techniques without relatively fixed 
forms. It is closely related to grammar, structure and vocabulary of a language, but 
only plays with them a little for modification and novelty. In them, grammar becomes 
descriptive, vocabulary accumulates living power, and the language structure may be 
magic.  
2) Active (aesthetic) rhetoric 
So far, it is hard to find an orator or rhetorical writer who had marked influence on the 
language as a whole that can be demonstrated; however, it is not hard to notice great 
speakers and writers of rhetorical prose have left examples which have had their effect 
on the general development of the language, and occasionally the phrases, allusions or 
tricks of style of those people have become part of English. Therefore, though modern 
conditions militate against the production of the good speaker or the literary 
rhetorician, in the past English owed a lot to great speakers and writers. The result is 
today students cannot understand the true implication without learning a little of these 
rhetorical figures.  
Active rhetoric, or aesthetic rhetoric, while using logic, emphasizes imagination and 
association through figures of speech to make vivid images, and make the language 
fresh and lively, deep in implication, thus developing greater persuasiveness and 
influence to achieve the artistic effects.  
This thesis, focusing on active rhetoric, has collected some of these figures, especially 
those closely associated with English idioms and proverbs and is to deal with them 
separately. It is hoped that this will be of some help to the readers to acquire some 
knowledge in this area.  
1.3 Rhetoric and English idioms 
The reason that idiom and proverb are popular in both writing and speaking is not that 














hard to make out but they are easy to remember due to some features caused by 
rhetoric skills. For example, rhetoric skills based on comparison like simile, metaphor, 
personification, synecdoche, metonymy as well as allusion and euphemism will 
arouse association in human minds to strengthen the impression of the original 
meanings; what’s more, euphemism, though it is created to avoid being embarrassing, 
usually calls more attention to and thinking about the topic and is often humorous or 
ironic; the phonetic figures of speech like alliteration and rhyme and others will create 
sense of beauty to users and audience as well to be remembered longer; while these 
syntactic rhetoric devices impress the audience from the aspect of structure and 
meaning. Each has its unique charm. 
Chapter 2   Figures of Speech on Comparison in Idioms
Based on the likeness and association between objects, as well as on the basic 
characteristics of analogy in the process of man’s thinking, comparison can skillfully 
turn abstract and profound philosophy into concrete and plain images. Therefore, 
figures of speech based on comparison are most widely used in idioms. Being 
enlightening, fresh and impressive, comparative rhetoric skills can set off the innate 
characteristics of an object better than other literary devices as reasoning, analysis, 
etc.
Comparison generally has three determinants: subject (the tenor), reference (the 
vehicle) and indicator of resemblance (such as like, as, as if, etc.). These three 
determinants may, or may not, appear simultaneously in an idiom, thus forming 
different patterns of comparison: simile, metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and 
personification.
2.1 Simile in idioms  
2.1.1 Features of English similes
Literally, simile is “a thing like” (neuter of Latin similes, like). It is the explicit 
statement of some point of resemblance conceived to exist between two things that 
differ in other aspects.  
The comparisons in simile and all other figures based upon resemblance are not 
between things of the same kind, but between things of different kinds. Therefore, 
there is no figurative use if we compare a camel to a dromedary, but only when, for 
example, we compare it to a ship and call it the ship of desert. Again, there is no 
simile if we compare Burke with Cicero, Napoleon with Alexander, or the one-time 
Russian Empire with the Roman Empire. These are all good parallels. But, as the 















It is generally accepted that a simile consists of the following points: 1) frequent use 
of comparative words (or acknowledging words) such as “like” or “as”; 2) at least two 
things, usually called as “tenor” and “vehicle” (or primary term and secondary term), 
must exist in a simile; 3) the tenor and vehicle should be two totally different things 
with different nature; 4) the two things must be similar to each other in one point.  
2.1.2 Form of simile in idioms 
Although the four points of similes are in agreement, their forms of expression are not 
always the same but pretty colorful due to the use of different comparative words. The 
acknowledging words in a simile usually can be categorized as following: 
2.1.2.1 By preposition or prepositional phrase 
1) Preposition “like”  
like a cat on hot bricks  
run around like headless chickens
2) Prepositional phrase 
out of sight, out of mind. 
in for a penny, in for a pound
2.1.2.2 By connective word “as” 
1) “(as)…as…”
as poor as a church mouse
A miss is as good as a mile. 
2) “As… (,) so…”
As the boy is, so is the man. 
As you brew, so you must drink.  
3) As if/ though 
As if/though one’s life depended on/upon it. 
As if there were/was no tomorrow. 
2.1.3 Classification of simile
1) Descriptive simile
Bright images and compact words to describe figures or events are characteristic of 
descriptive similes. Take the following sentence as an illustration: Too many 
professionally prepared resumes read like a pitch from an old-time snake-oil pedlar














and writing services for individuals with creating perfect figures and realizing 
self-promotion as tenet. However, some selling advertisements are full of clichés and 
hard to get acceptance. In this illustration, snake oil refers to all liquid all-purpose 
curative from mountebanks. Besides, “resume” is compared to “pitch” here instead of 
“ad” or “publicity” or “promotion”. Due to pitch’s original meaning, it will remind the 
audience of how these people talk intending to promote sales, usually by using 
high-pressure tactics in agreement with “pedlar”.  
2) Demonstrative similes
This category uses simple but specific images to demonstrate complicated and 
abstract ideas or processes. In this sentence, “Many retirees are couch potatoes who 
like popping cold beers and relaxing in front of their $2500 wide-screen, high 
definition television set. Its big picture will be as rich and detailed as a 35-millimeter 
photograph” (William J. Cook), couch potato and a 35-millimeter photograph are used 
to demonstrate the retirees’ life and the high quality of these TV sets.  
3) Developmental similes
Suggestive associations for the deep meanings are features of developmental similes. 
These comparisons may not be understood directly and need thinking over. In his 
autobiography of 1988, Arthur Millar talks about the implied meaning of the theme 
and the figures of Death of a Salesman, “Willy Loman is a myth. And his brother 
returns, as it were, almost from the dead. He’s another myth. Willy can barely 
remember his mother. It’s as though he were dropped onto the earth from an eagle’s 
wing. A lot of my work goes to the center of the question of where we belong if there is 
any root to life---because nowadays the family is broken up, and people don’t live in 
the same place for very long. Dislocation, maybe, is part of our uneasiness”. Arthur 
Millar uses “as it were” and “as though” to introduce two similes, “from the dead” 
and “he were dropped onto the earth from an eagle’s wing”. What do the two smiles 
develop in our mind? After thinking over, we come to realize the two brothers lack a 
sense of belongingness and the root to life due to dislocation. The two similes throw 
light on what would otherwise be inconceivable to unmindful audience.  
2.2 Metaphor in idioms
2.2.1 Features of metaphor
The theory of metaphor can be dated back to Aristotle, the great philosopher in 
ancient Greece. In Aristotle’s idea, the difference between metaphor and simile is 
quite minor. He considers substitution of word of this kind as a transfer of meaning, 
and the substitute as a name only.  














theory of metaphor. According to Zeiger, metaphor is “an implied comparison 
between two (or more) unlike things; achieved by identifying one with the other” 
(Zeiger, 1978:358); Fowler holds that “our vocabulary is largely built on metaphors; 
we use them, though perhaps not consciously, wherever we speak or write” (Fowler, 
Modern English Usage, 1965: 359); Wilfred Funk insists “every word was once a 
poem. Each began as a picture.” “Our language began with metaphors” (Wilfred Funk, 
Word Origin and Their Romantic Stories, 1950: 1); while G.H. Vallins thinks “since 
metaphor is not only, or chiefly, an ornament but an integral part of language, our use 
of it is largely unconscious” (Better English, 1955: 4). 
Actually, “metaphor” in English language is derived from the Greek word 
“metaphora” originally referring to “a transfer of meaning”, in which, “meta” is 
“across, or from one side to another”, “phora” means “carrying” (Nesfield et al, 
1964:272). While in the explanation given by Wales, when a word is used with 
metaphor, it is transferred from one field of reference to another (Wales, 1989:295).  
Metaphor is very like simile. In a simile, both sides of the comparison are distinctly 
stated, whereas in a metaphor are there only a tenor and a vehicle, but no indicator. A 
metaphor is actually a potential or implied simile. That’s why metaphor has got the 
name “a compressed or condensed simile”. 
Combining the above, it is obvious that a metaphor should at least be composed of 
three points: 1) one thing is compared to another; 2) no comparative word is used; 3) 
the comparison between the tenor and the vehicle is implicit.
2.2.2 Classification of metaphors
According to Freeborn (Freeborn, 1996:63), if a comparison is implicit or compressed, 
then simile becomes metaphor. That is to say, English metaphor has a rather wide 
scope; or more explicitly, it includes all the other comparative figures except simile. 
In addition to the most common structure “x is y”, it has also many variations, for 
example, War is Death’s feast, Adversity is good schoolmaster, Kind hearts are the 
gardens; kind thoughts are the roots; kind words are the flowers; kind deeds are the 
fruits, Life is not all beer and skittles, etc.
Some linguists, like Nesfield and Wales, hold that metaphors can be divided into 
sustained and extended ones. This thesis, however, agrees on the classification of 
Leech most.  
Due to its effects on expression, metaphor is used widely and as a result, has got quite 
many sub-classes stressing on different points. Leech (1993) divides metaphors into 
four subgroups.  














This group puts abstract ideas into concrete ones, for instance, the pain of separation, 
the light of learning, a vicious circle, room for negotiation, etc.
2) Animistic Metaphor 
This type endows life to the lifeless for example, an angry sky, killing half-an-hour,  
shoulder of the hill, etc. 
3) Humanizing (anthropomorphic) Metaphor 
These metaphors give human features to things such as friendly river, laughing 
valleys.
4) Synaesthetic Metaphor 
This group makes use of the association and transferring of human feelings as warm 
color, dull sound. 
Why this thesis doesn’t agree on Leech’s point completely is that humanizing 
(anthropomorphic) metaphor, according to the author, should be categorized as 
personification instead of being included by metaphor.  
We create and use metaphoric words to help make our speech and writing fresher and 
more effective. We read in the papers of towns which mushroom and have bedroom
districts; we tell of public opinion which simmers and boils, of executives who are 
tied up and of clients who stew in reception rooms, of actors who milk their audience 
for laughs or drain them of emotion. Additional meanings are added to ordinary 
words or expressions through an imaginative extension of their literal sense. 
What ultimately happens with many metaphoric words is they become so common 
that we no longer see the figurative meaning in them. You might say that when a dead 
metaphor goes unrecognized, the word is a success --- it has got a lot of use. But in 
another sense, the word is a failure, for it has lost part of its impact.  
Among the deadest and oldest metaphors are those which borrow from parts of the 
human anatomy: the mouth of a river, the foot of a mountain, the long arm of the law, 
the mind’s eye, the hands and face of a clock, the brow of a hill, the tongue of flame, 
the teeth of the gale. We also have unconscious metaphors when we use expressions 
like brake shoes, the leaves of a book, feeling blue, seeing red, the key to the puzzle,
and airing our troubles. There are hundreds of others, which were once fresh and new. 
Now when we use them we scarcely realize they are meanings that have been created 














2.3 Metonymy in idioms
Metonymy is “the substitution of the name of an adjunct or attribute of a thing for the 
name of the thing itself” (Zeiger, 1978:359). Simply, it is a change of name. This 
figure of speech persists in depicting a thing by some accompaniment or significant 
adjunct instead of naming the thing itself. The name of a referent is replaced by the 
name of an attribute, or an entity related in some semantic way (e.g. cause and effect; 
instrument; source). In semiotic terms, metonymy is an indexical sign: there is a 
directly or logically contiguous relationship between the substitution and the 
substituted. When the sign is, for example, to strike the imagination more vividly than 
what it stands for, the language gains in impressiveness. 
Metonymy is very common in everyday language: phrases like the press (newspapers), 
the stage (theatre), the Crown (monarchy) and the White House (US Presidency) are 
used almost without our realizing that an object associated with an occupation has 
come to stand for the office itself. Many common nouns derived from proper names 
show metonymy in their semantic shift from proper name to object associated with the 
name as cardigan, Jacuzzi, etc.  
2.3.1 Metonymy from the aspect of cognitive semantics
Metonymy is a frequently used comparison consisting of the use of the name of one 
thing for that of another of which it is an attribute or with which it is associated 
closely. For example, in "He is a reader of Chaucer.” Chaucer refers to “Chaucer’s 
works” instead of Chaucer himself. The two words or phrases in a metonymy refer to 
two totally different things, through which association by contiguity are caused due to 
their close relations. For instance, in "lands belonging to the crown", the “crown” here 
stands for “the king” since a king usually wears a crown. Food is usually put on a 
table to be eaten, therefore we say, “Mary kept a good table”, in it good table refers 
to delicious food. Besides, we use "grave" for the abstract concept "death”; in 
journalism, "city hall" is used in place of "municipal government," and the "White 
House" in place of the "President of the United States," just as "Kremlin" is a 
substitute for the government of Russia. 
In idioms, metonymy is also a powerful rhetoric device for vivacity and agreeableness. 
It serves to create concrete and vivid images as substitutes for general object or 
concept, for example, in the cradle, from the cradle to the grave, to rob the cradle, to
live by one’s pen, to make up a purse, dip into one's pocket, hold out an olive branch,
brass hat, behind bars, go under the knife, marry money, etc.
According to Zoltan Kovecses and Peter Szabo, who has studied metonymy in idioms 
from the aspect of cognitive semantics, metonymy is distinguished from metaphor in 
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